
1

Empathy to Excel

Beth Fox
SD in Gov March 12, 2025

My Adventures From Chief Crying Officer 
to Enthusiastic Data Strategist
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2





I used to work 
at the Nova 

Scotia Digital 
Service  

as a service 
designer & user 

researcher.
Photo: Not a real business card. Not my real job title either.



You may experience:

Enthusiastic Optimism ⭆
Shocking Reality ⭆ 
(x)Disillusionment

*take care of yourself if you need to



Case Study: 
Education 2017





Service designer spidey senses 
often tingle before research even 
gets going…

But unpopular design advice can 
still be dismissed as “opinions”…





Researched with almost 70 
educators within the system.

Then another 50 or so 
departmental and IT staff.

The biggest single user research 
endeavour of my career.





“TIENET is this great big monster 
and I only know a tiny bit about how 
to feed it…”







Insight #7: Reporting is focussed on 
who is doing/recording what, not on 
the outcomes that affect kids.



SPOILER: Software was the symptom.

We were really uncovering complex 
challenges at the very heart of 
inclusive classroom policy. 😰



“It’s not the technology…
It’s not human resources…
It’s our entire system… ”



EPILOGUE:

We were asked to expand our 
research and report back to a 
Commission on Inclusive 
Education.

I spent another month with students 
and parents and wrote a 28 page 
submission for the Commission.



Not my first brush with burnout… 

nor the last…

https://firebethfox.medium.com/what-im-learning-while-recovering-from-burnout-be8906a71e4a  

https://firebethfox.medium.com/what-im-learning-while-recovering-from-burnout-be8906a71e4a


The pipeline is real:

Empathetic Helper ⭆
Public Servant Changemaker ⭆ 
Burnout



Case Study: 
Data Sharing 2022



Reality: Government isn’t as connected as you think



If itʼs this hard 
to connect data, 
how can we get 

anything 
meaningful 

done?



Current Effort:
GC Digital Service Landscape
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End-to-end and Front-to-back Digital Service Delivery Data

Service data is fragmented between channels 
and there’s often not a clear picture of the 
end-to-end of a service journey within the data.

IT and enabling project data is managed 
separately, and is often disconnected from 
the services that it underpins.

Both of these kinds of data are often filtered if 
not invisible to the policy teams. This puts 
program at arms length and in an awkward 
position to understand barriers or influence 
improvements.

Program owners face barriers that can sometimes be invisible within the system.

IM/IT Management 
indicators

Service indicators

Program and Policy



Data about digital service delivery and 
it’s underlying enablers is 
everywhere…

…and nowhere
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https://digital.canada.ca/2025/01/15/digital-service-delivery-end-to-end-and-front-to-back-part-1/ 

https://digital.canada.ca/2025/01/15/digital-service-delivery-end-to-end-and-front-to-back-part-1/
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https://digital.canada.ca/2025/01/16/digital-service-
delivery-end-to-end-and-front-to-back-part-2/ 

There’s nothing new or 
groundbreaking here?
We’re attempting to create a simplified 
framework so that we can more 
accurately describe the required 
orchestration within this end-to-end 
and front-to-back view.

https://digital.canada.ca/2025/01/16/digital-service-delivery-end-to-end-and-front-to-back-part-2/
https://digital.canada.ca/2025/01/16/digital-service-delivery-end-to-end-and-front-to-back-part-2/
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IM/IT 
Data?

Projects?

Contracts 
Data?

Usability/ 
Satisfaction 

?

Efficiency/ 
Effectiveness?

Failure 
Demand?

Wait times 
and 

backlogs?



Many critical boundaries are defined 
by arbitrary distinctions between 
various domains.



31

● Information about user experience is joined, regardless of the journey, or the channel.
● Failure demand is easier to prevent, spot, and mitigate.
● The path to creating good digital services is understood by programs and supported 

by tools and enablers that support integrated and barrier free services as the default.
● Public servants are able to make improvements to services without always requiring 

third party services to respond to change.
● Program teams have line-of-sight to the indicators of their services. This includes 

human centered and effective and efficient delivery indicators.
● Teams are able to respond effectively to change without regularly needing 

additional funding or procurement to sustain their services. 
● Platforms reduce the complexity by providing consistent and trusted experience.
● Services can easily change or migrate to alternate providers for common 

components.
● There is a variety of fit-for-purpose infrastructure that meets security, privacy, and 

accessibility requirements.

Concept: Outcomes across the End-to-end and Front-to-back
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Complementary Practices

1. Research helps cut through the 
noise so data can be used for 
meaningful indicators

2. Pattern recognition can help find 
structures for more qualitative 
types of data such as archetypes, 
taxonomies, and tags

3. Shifting discussions away from 
opinions

Common Challenges

1. The general overestimation of just 
how connected things are

2. Disrupting the status quo is not for 
the faint of heart

Service Design + Data = ✨Magic✨



The hard yards of changemaking is 
one of my most persistent variables…

But burnout doesn’t have to be.



“Your best is what you can do without 
harming your physical or mental 
health. 
Not what you can accomplish when 
you disregard it”

~@suegainz
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So how does one take care of yourself in all this?



LESSON 1:
Busting silos doesn’t mean all 
boundaries are a bad thing.

Empathy != your responsibility



LESSON 2:
Zooming out requires the discipline to 
remember to zoom back in.

Line-of-sight != your responsibility



LESSON 3:
Feelings are also just data points. Use 
them accordingly.

Feeling != “fixing”
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Feelings are data - But beware the Spurious Correlation

https://tylervigen.com/spurious-correlations 

https://tylervigen.com/spurious-correlations
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Feelings are data - Holding on to Joy 2024



LESSON 4: 
All of this is a team sport.
Actually it’s an ultra marathon…
that’s also a relay.

You are worthy of rest.



Proposed 2025 Pipeline:

Radiating intent ⭆ 
Collective impact ⭆
Rest when needed ⭆
✨ Glimmers ✨ 
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Beth Fox

Get in touch:

beth.fox@cds-snc.ca

Manager, Strategic Data and 
Reporting

Website: digital.canada.ca

LinkedIn: 
https://www.linkedin.com/in/beth-fox-b9619118/

Bluesky: @firebethfox.bsky.social

http://digital.canada.ca
https://www.linkedin.com/in/beth-fox-b9619118/
https://bsky.app/profile/firebethfox.bsky.social

